The Feminine Mystique: American Women Composers in the 21st Century by Giles, Brittany
B. Giles 
Brittany Giles 
MM Performance - Bassoon ’18
Academic Symposium Abstract
The Feminine Mystique:
American Women Composers in the 21st Century 
With the advent of Fourth-Wave Feminism in 2012, performers and musicologists 
alike have published multiple resources about the underrepresentation of women in the 
arts, but especially in music. In popular music, over 90% of Grammy nominations in the 
past six years have gone to men in the industry.  In classical music, it is just as hard to 1
find performances of music by female composers. At Ithaca College, which boasts over 
200 concerts and recital events on its campus every semester, the amount of pieces 
performed in Fall 2017 by women composers was a staggeringly low 15.  Anne 2
Midgette of The Washington Post writes in her article from November 2017, “even 
today, men still laugh at the idea of women composing classical music,” while 
discussing an article written just two years prior in a well-known, unnamed British 
magazine.  This research will answer why women’s compositions are unnecessarily 3
viewed as inferior to men’s through the lens of classical music, psychology, and 
sociology. 
Music history courses taught in schools around the world are seemingly male-
centric in what composers they choose to focus on. While this research concedes that it 
was socially unacceptable for women to have any sort of career outside of her family 
until the advent of the Second World War, we should see in the overall population of the 
composers active today a true split between male and female, or at least a true 
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spectrum of gender identities. Unfortunately, that is not the case. While more and more 
music organizations, chamber ensembles, and music schools are becoming more 
conscious of this gap, there are still many unnecessary stigmas around women in 
music, especially in the compositional world. The idea, however, that music by female 
composers is somehow inferior to their male counterparts comes from a much larger 
social issue stemming from even before First-Wave Feminism in the late 19th century.
While the easy solution to having these pieces performed is to program more 
exclusively-women recitals, the notion concerts like these need to happen in order for 
their music to be performed is also problematic, and almost primitive. This preconceived 
notion that “there’s a good reason there are no great female composers,” stems from a 
complex where some in society are afraid of change.  This exclusionary idea stems 4
from a supposed difference these works have from pieces composed by their male 
contemporaries. These pieces are simply pieces: musical works that deserve to be 
premiered, performed, and commissioned alongside the greats of the classical genre.
By researching these preconceived connotations surrounding women in general, 
this research will seek to understand the subservient position of women’s compositions 
in classical music as a direct result of why these works are not performed as often. Via 
careful analysis of their compositional style, this research also hopes to show case 
studies of unique compositional styles in order to show that a woman composer’s 
individual voice develops just like any other composer’s. The outcome of this research 
project will hopefully result in musicians a better awareness of how they choose what 
music to perform. 
  Midgette, Anne. "Perspective | Female composers are making great strides. The classical 4 4
music world isn't helping them. ." The Washington Post. November 03, 2017. Accessed March 
05, 2018.
